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ABSTRACT
One of the biggest questions asked of young educators is “How will you adjust your
instruction to meet the needs of your students”? There is a plethora of ways to adjust instruction
to best fit the needs of students. Differentiation is a term that is well known throughout most
educational practice and pedagogy. Using assessment data to adjust instruction is another way to
adjust for students. Even a student's cultural values can be used to adjust instruction. While all
these practices apply to traditional classrooms very well, what happens when the traditional
classrooms are taken away? Obviously, life for teachers becomes a lot more challenging if there
are no students in the desks of their classrooms. The term “when the going gets tough, the tough
get going” applies in this situation. In this review I look at (among other things) how the tough
got through the Covid-19 pandemic.
The creation of this action research project will highlight the challenges of distance
learning. Moreover, what teachers can do to recreate the classroom for distance learning. The
aforementioned research and pedagogy as it relates to teaching still hold tremendous value in the
distance classroom. The application of those tenets only requires creativity and dedication to
make the digital classroom one that bears those traditional tenets. I had the opportunity to see
many great “tough” educators work during the pandemic, and I found them so inspirational in
recreating their classes for the distance learning environment. The first two chapters highlight
my own traditional beliefs and research about education. The focus shifts in the last three
chapters to how that research and belief system translates to the distance classroom. Findings
focused on how to connect with students, get through content, and grade student work in a
pandemic.
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Chapter I
INTRODUCTION
What is the most integral part of a tree? Some may say the trunk. Others may say the
branches due to what they can give. In reality the most important part of the tree isn't even
visible. Nothing is more important than what keeps a tree standing for generations. What keeps a
tree standing for decades or even sometimes a century would be its roots. The strength of a tree's
roots is what determines its longevity. The same can be applied to many circumstances across the
living world. The ability to be an effective teacher, and have a long enjoyable career doing so, is
heavily based on the roots you have. Over the course of my time as a graduate student studying
education, I have begun to create these roots. My hope is that the roots are strong enough to keep
me upright as a teacher for decades to come. The purpose of this introduction to my action
research project is to share what I have discovered as my own philosophies of education. This
will give adequate representation of what I believe education ought to be. Education will be
tackled on three separate concepts. First, we will look at the formation of schooling as a whole.
Then we will investigate what teaching in the classroom means to me. Finally, the idea of what it
means to learn will be looked at. For each of these three concepts there will be two salient points
about the ideas that are equally valid. My only aim for this passage is to provide a point of
reference for what I believe to be my philosophy of education(roots) at this point in my
education career.
Purposes of Schooling
The first foundation of my philosophy of education will be the idea of schooling. For me
this idea means the entire organization of an educational body. Everything from the
administrators at the top of a school district, to the students sitting in desks everyday will be

1

considered in this philosophy. What makes schools successful is the first question to answer in
this philosophy. For the better part of the last twenty to thirty years, the answer to that question
has been test scores. If the students performed well on tests, then that would mean the school is
successful. This was certainly the case when I was a student at school. The vaunted state testing
would come around every year. All of the students would take the test on a computer, and we
would get cumulative results back soon after. The school’s administration would celebrate above
average results, and that would often be a point of measurement for the school’s success.
The first idea of schooling that I soundly reject is that testing should be the sole method
to judge success in schools. While testing has its place at all levels, judging the success of a
school, teacher, or student based solely on tests is insufficient. Ravitch (2020) is one of most
well-known educational researchers in the United States. She served as the assistant secretary of
education in the George H.W Bush administration. She has seen many different educational
policies handed down during her lifetime. In a recent Time magazine piece, Ravitch (2020)
describes what testing has done to the United States educational system, and states:
Test every child every year in grades 3-8, he said, reward the schools where scores went
up, punish those where scores did not, and great things happen: scores rise, graduation
rates increase, and the gaps between racial groups get smaller. We now know that it was
empty talk. (para. 4)
Ravitch was referring to George W. Bush’s “No Child Left Behind” policy. Standardized
testing measures the capability to recall specific information at a predetermined time, and most
in the subjects of math and English. This limited scope lacks a more complete measurement of
capability of students. This is not to say that I know the magical alternative to properly assessing
students. Testing lacks the ability to measure problem solving, critical thinking, and overall
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judgement. While some may claim these can be tested effectively, I think that measuring those
skills in a format of true/false, or multiple choice is fool hearted. Ravitch (2020) summarized the
U.S’s odd addiction to testing, “but every public school in the nation continues to be saddled
with an expensive regime of annual standardized testing that is not found in any high-performing
nation”( para. 5). Testing cannot be the only way to judge successful schools moving forward.
The next ideology of schooling to look at is more of an affirmation than the last.
Schooling should be a more inclusive environment for all types of students. Success in school
often correlates to the background that the individual student comes from. More affluent
backgrounds typically produce higher performing students. While the opposite can be said about
students from poverty. Students who come from those impoverished backgrounds should be
more of the focus in schools. This continues to be the issue due to all the barriers put in place for
students for less wealthy families. These barriers include access to quality education, extra
family responsibilities, and many other basic human needs like food, water, and livable shelter.
Ullici and Howard (2014) speak to this myth that students from impoverished situations need to
simply try a bit harder. “It is disingenuous to suggest that people can will themselves out of
poverty without looking at the complex contexts which keep them there” (Ullici & Howard,
2014, p. 12). Asking young children in elementary and middle school to simply work their way
out of poverty, isn't fair to those students. The level of care for students from impoverished
backgrounds needs to see continued improvement. This must be done at the administrative and
structural level. Programs like free/reduced lunch and after school programs are fantastic, and
should be expanded on, but this is not where support should stop. School systems should
continue to aid these students in other ways to fight that gap that students face.
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To expand on this idea, there ought to be improved accommodations for a specific group
of students. The group I am referring to is English language learners (ELLs). ELLs are one of the
most challenged students of any type of student across schools in the U.S. These students face
the regular challenge of going to school. Which anybody can relate to, and everybody surely had
their challenges during their primary and secondary education. To be clear, the ELLs are not a
problem but rather the systems the students are placed in are not complete in their support for
these students. The inability to speak English at a high level does not solely affect their academic
success. They also become affected socially in school settings. They often become isolated from
parts of the school that do not welcome them. Soltero is one of the most outspoken advocates for
the advancement of ELLs in our public education system. According to Soltero (2011),
“Schoolwide approaches that fully incorporate ELLs as well as their ESL and bilingual teachers
into the school community have a greater potential for improving their education outcomes” (p.
xiii). Simply put, the ELLs and community around them need to be more visible and thought of
part of daily school life. Considering the fierce force that globalization is, this will only become a
more prominent issue to focus on as the U.S eventually becomes more and more diverse.
Purposes of Teaching
Moving forward from the purposes of schooling, we now look at teaching. The first
foundation for teaching is establishing care for students. The schoolteacher role has seen many
changes over time. In the current time they must be seen as caring in order to connect with
students and establish trust. This is what all teaching practices must be built on because without
care for students in mind, the rest of the instruction becomes misguided. Caring for students
means understanding and listening to their needs. This is described by Ormrod in the
comprehensive work Human Learning. While writing on long term memory storage and retrieval
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processes, Ormrod speaks on the importance of learner-directed instruction. According to
Ormrod (2016), learner centered instruction gives students more choice in the manner in which
they are taught and aids the long-term memory storage (pp. 238-239). This inclusion of students
in the process of being taught ought to be a staple of instruction by teachers for a plethora of
reasons. The biggest reason is that if students feel they have control of their own learning, they
will then invest more into it, and will hopefully achieve more. Students in the learner centered
model get more of their voice heard when referring to prior academic knowledge. The teacher
can then build off that prior academic knowledge. The learner centered model often draws more
out of student assets and interests. When a teacher knows the student's assets and interests, they
are able to use that to make whatever they are teaching more applicable to the student, and their
life outside of the subject matter. While there is in fact a large debate over the use of teacher
centered instruction versus, learner focused instruction, the care for the student certainly leans on
the learner focused side. This is the side I feel I stand on at this point in time.
The next philosophy of teaching that I hold is that of evolution. This is not some
referendum against religious beliefs, but rather a mindset to always improve oneself as an
educator. One of the worst situations I could find myself in as a teacher is being stagnant. For
instance, imagine I am thirty years into teaching, I have always taught the same way for the last
thirty years. Lesson plans, treatment of students, and grading remained the same for thirty years.
This would not only become extremely boring for me, but it would also be unfair for my
students. If nothing else, I will always strive to be a lifelong learner. I will always seek out new
information and avoid simply seeking affirmation of what I am already doing. I may not take
everything I read in the future as gospel, but I will certainly consider all new research in the
education field. I must stay curious. Davis writes on how information is constantly changing in
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his book Inventions of Teaching: A Genealogy. Davis (2004) considers teaching from its very
deepest roots and writes, “In evolutionary frames, change is understood more in terms of
biological unfolding than linear trajectories” (p. 22). I do not know where I will go as a teacher.
From learning new theories, to understanding how to treat students, I am not running to the end
of a race. I am more so constantly figuring out my own existence in the profession. Davis (2004)
elaborates on this idea, “On the matter of personal development, growth is not understood as
closing in on a predetermined goal” (p. 22). There will be no point where I become the best
teacher I can be. There will always be room for improvement. This may be a burden to some, but
for me it is a privilege.
Purposes of Learning
These ideas lay the foundation for the philosophies of learning that resonate with me and
inform my teaching. My idea of what learning really is has changed many times over the course
of my graduate school experience at Western Oregon University. On one hand the understanding
has become a fair bit clearer, but on the other it has become a lot more complex. The first aspect
of learning to be examined here is that of the “growth mindset”. Dweck established the growth
mindset theory. This theory is revolutionary in that it focuses on the process and hard work of the
student, as opposed to sheer results they accomplish. This mindset is really special in that it
allows for constant improvement. When properly solidified in children’s brains they become
more accepting of failure because they understand it is okay to fail. Struggling in essence is
learning. For example, a student is given a challenging puzzle to figure out. While the student
struggles throughout the puzzle, they are not praised for getting closer to the end, but for work
they put in, and the process they develop. The focus is shifted from accomplishment to process.
According to Dweck (2017), children who were praised for the process that brought about their
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success (in this case, hard work) saw their intelligence as something they could develop and
therefore stayed focused on learning. When that happens, the student begins to understand that
they can learn. They are able to improve and get better at anything. This allows for students to be
more well-rounded because they know the importance of developing. They stop thinking they are
inherently inadequate in a subject. This affects motivation in a profound way. If a student
believes in their own ability to develop then they can overcome the challenges of failure and stay
motivated. Eventually, children's recognition of their capacity to grow can spur their
achievement and learning (Haimovitz & Dweck, 2017). While at the end of the road, all learners
want to achieve in academic settings, the praising of process and work will get them there a lot
more effectively than the praising of achievement.
Another philosophy of learning that I hold is centered around the idea of constructivism.
As my knowledge evolves, I have been given somewhat of an overview of general theories about
learning and teaching. I have found that one of the most intriguing and captivating of the theories
for me is this theory of constructivism. I would be amiss if I did not mention that my goal is to be
a social studies teacher at the secondary level. This is important to consider because after
considering these theories in a general sense, I often attempt to look into how it can be more
applicable to my own subject matter. I think that taking a constructivist mindset into learning/
teaching social studies is best. The previously mentioned Ormrod talks about constructivism in
Human Learning. Ormrod (2016) describes constructivism as “learning more as constructing
knowledge rather than acquiring it from the outside” (p. 174). This mindset lends itself well to
the social studies practice due its subjective nature. When learning political science, students
should be able to construct their own beliefs and opinions about concepts. The same can be said
about history. Students will be able to learn the subject more effectively if they are given the
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choice of what to believe. Now in history there may be some limitations. There is still a lot of
wiggle room for them to construct their own opinion of situations in history. I should be gauging
my practice to allow for students to have the opportunity to construct more knowledge. I should
not be looking to tell them what to believe. Ormrod (2016) creates a very accurate simile about
constructivism. Ormrod (2016) writes “Teachers can’t pour knowledge into the head of students
as they might pour lemonade into a glass; rather, students must make their own lemonade” (pp.
174-175). I think this encapsulates my objective as a social studies teacher because students'
view of the subjects you will find in social studies should be their own, and not mine.
Concluding Philosophical Approach
To conclude, after looking at the three different idea the encapsulate the entire
educational philosophical approach, a certain connection between the three is needed. The
purpose of this project is to establish a foundation for my understanding of teaching moving
forward. This will enable me to reference back to this basis of understanding. In the future
hopefully I will be able to see this document, and hold some of the same beliefs, and perhaps
reject others. Throughout this whole philosophical overview, the focus on the student has been
clear. Whether it be the punitive nature of test scores, or the learner focused instruction, I believe
that the students should be front and center. In doing so teachers should focus on the process and
development of the student over the results the student produces, and allow students to have a
voice in the classroom, and furthermore, allow students to generate their own understanding of
the situation we are in as humans. This passage will always be the starting point for me, but I
assume that many changes will be made to it as I evolve as an educator.
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Connecting Philosophy to Research
Two of the philosophical standards I spoke of was care for students and including care
for students of all backgrounds more specifically. As my understanding of the profession has
evolved, the term differentiation has become a topic of great importance. From what I currently
know about differentiation, I think developing my understanding more could eventually lead to
creating a classroom that is caring for all different kinds of learners. This is really the underlying
goal of caring for all students in the classroom. Therefore, my first research question is how can
the practices of differentiation be applied to establish care for all different types of students in
my future classrooms?
Social Studies is the subject I am looking to teach predominantly. One of the focuses of
my research needed to be centered around the subject. After looking at social studies pedagogies,
I have come to a framework to teach under that allows students to understand more fully the
complexities of the social studies classroom. When thinking about the general subjectivity of
subjects like political science, and world history, there is certainly a great utility to allowing
students to draw their own conclusions. This leads to the next question of research; how can the
ideas of constructivism and social constructivism be applied to the practice of teaching in the
social studies classroom?
Lastly, stemming from the idea of standardized testing not being the best measuring tool
for student learning, I want to provide the best assessments for students because often those
become the measuring stick for students. Without effective assessment, I think classes can lose a
lot of their value for students. Moreover, I want to know what is best in the formative assessment
space, what to avoid and what to focus on. How can formative assessment best serve as learning
tools for students? The last question for my research is how can formative assessments most
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effectively be used to measure student learning, collect data, and enable the opportunity for
descriptive feedback?
The next chapter will focus on the research I reviewed to deepen my
understanding of the literature that has been published surrounding my research questions, as
well as to find insights in the research for better ways to meet my goals and improve my
teaching.
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Chapter II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Purposes and Objectives for this Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to take a deeper look into the literature
surrounding effective teaching. The aim of this literature review centered around three themes
that I created, and thought would best reflect essential research in my field of teaching. As I
prepare for my career as a social studies teacher in secondary education, I found that a few
certain items have been predominant in their appearances in readings. The first is the idea of
differentiation. Differentiation in the education space is challenging to summarize in a concise
way. It is a very complex way to change your instruction to account for the increasingly diverse
student population you will encounter. All the more reason to make it my first theme of my
literature review. The next idea I wanted to tackle was this idea of connecting constructivism and
how that can relate to best practices in the social studies classroom. I have developed a
fascination with social constructivism from psychologist Jean Piaget. I affirm that its tenets can
be closely linked to those of a social studies classroom. The last theme I wanted to tackle was
that of how formative assessments can best measure student learning, collect data, and allow for
descriptive feedback. Formative assessments are one of the most crucial parts of secondary
education today, and it is important that teachers know how to extract the most value out of those
assessments for themselves and students. The process of collecting the sources for this literature
review was an exhaustive process to say the least.
Procedures for this Literature Review
I selected literature starting with the books I had purchased throughout my first four
terms attending Western Oregon University. This gave me a basis of knowledge to start with and
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something to actually be able to read in person. After I exhausted those resources I started to
look into assigned reading articles from courses I had taken at Western Oregon University
(WOU). This was handy because a select number of courses I had related directly to themes of
this literature review. I concluded my research by looking through online databases of WOU’s
Hamersly Library. This brought me a plethora of results on each theme. This came with
challenges of finding credible sources. I attempted to filter searches to target more peer reviewed
journals and articles. Moreover the research process needed a more concise way to be organized.
I used a graphic organizer provided by WOU faculty in order to organize my research. It
is moreover a large scalable table that has 4 columns to fill out. From the left to right the four
columns were “Citation”, “Summary/Major Insights”, ``Connections to this Theme/ Teaching
Goal”, and “Quotations I can weave into my lit review”. I found this method very helpful in
organizing all the sources I was collecting. It provided a document that allowed me to put
everything in one place. This organization made the thematic patterns in the literature more
apparent. As a result, the research will be presented with some of the findings of my research
theme by theme. The structure of the review will be as follows. There will be a brief introduction
of themes talking about how I approached researching each theme(research studies), then I will
review the different pieces of literature I have found, and finally there will be concluding
remarks(summary) of each theme.
Research Studies: Differentiation and Caring for Students
My initial encounter with differentiation came reading Tomlinson, a massively popular
educator and educational researcher who focuses on differentiated instruction (DI). This review
features a few books written by Tomlinson and close colleagues. The exploration of sources then
evolved into other areas of the world and how they perceive the effects of differentiation. Then
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the search became more focused into smaller sub-subjects involving differentiation in early
educators, effects of DI on ELL population, and how DI can look different at middle and high
school levels. All subjects relating back to the central theme of course. Although the research I
took was a complex path, it is one that I feel ultimately aided me in understanding differentiation
on a more complete level.
A Review of Research On How Can The Practices of Differentiation Be Applied To Establish
Care For All Different Types Of Students In My Future Classrooms?
Globalization is a force unlike any other. It is bringing people from around the world
closer together as we hear stories from faraway lands, buy products not made in our time zone,
and connect virtually with people in other continents. It is an enormous octopus that has its
tentacles in so many different areas. Education is not immune to globalization and its powers.
Schools in the U.S are becoming increasingly diverse. Schools are faced with a new challenge of
how to properly adapt to a student population that is becoming more and more diverse. With
students coming from all around depending on where you are in the U.S, the standard one size
fits all approach just won’t work. The answer for many has become differentiation.
As stated prior, Tomlinson is a mainstay feature in this review of literature. According to
Tomlinson (2014), “Differentiation is a teacher’s proactive response to learners' needs shaped by
mindset and guided by the general principles of differentiation… environment, quality
curriculum, assessment that informs teaching and learning, instruction that responds to student
variance, and leading students and managing routines” (p.2). The first question that many preservice teachers would ask when approached with such a complex idea is why is this necessary?
In the word of De Neve (2015), “There is an increasing call from policy makers for schools to
address the needs of academically diverse students, and this prompts teachers to implement
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differentiated instruction (DI) in the classroom” (para 1). This may sound like a lot of different
levels of teaching and expectations placed on students on the individual level. However,
Tomlinson points out that this is not the case, “Differentiated instruction is not individualized
instruction” (p.2). It is important to understand the difference since there is certainly the
possibility of getting overwhelmed.
Tomlinson and McTighe (2006) explain that “differentiated instruction focuses on who
we teach, where we teach, and how we teach, and the primary goal is ensuring that teachers
focus on processes and procedures that ensure effective learning for varied individuals” (p.3).
This is really a good starting point to understand the point of view from Tomlinson. Tomlinson
research focused on the who, where, and how of teaching as it relates to the varied population
teachers will see in their classroom. Tomlinson is careful in pointing out that it is processes and
procedures that teachers use that makes DI possible. Enter the first and most obvious question.
How does this kind of practice manifest itself in an actual classroom? It sounds great on paper
but what does it look like? Tomlinson and McTighe explains the way this may look in a
classroom, “Mr. Axelt provided all students with three key questions to guide their thinking
about the issue of civil rights in America. Students then select a constituency group(law
enforcement officers, hunters, lawmakers, etc.) whose perspective they are interested in
investigating, and students who need support with vocabulary received a vocabulary list with
essential words clearly defined. Students who needed help with structure in gathering data
worked with a graphic organizer designed to help them categorize ideas they found. Mr. Axelt
also accumulated resource materials and organized them by difficulty” (pp.8-9). The examples
provided here are very clear examples of how an educator can accommodate the varied needs of
students in the classes they have. There is something very crucial that is important to point out in
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this passage. Creating a big project like Mr. Axelt is not as simple as throwing together a writeup of directions.
It is much more labor intensive to accommodate for the varied needs of students
throughout the classrooms. This should not deter educators though. In creating these truly
valuable learning opportunities for students, it can be very easy to not think about the roadblocks
along the road. How does the ELL student move forward with a very heavily weighted project
without understanding a term used colloquially in the 1960s? How does a student with a
developmental disorder organize their thoughts freehand with a blank piece of paper? In the
concepts of Tomlinson and DI, that educator is in the painfully exhaustive process of explaining
these things over and over again. It is important to consider all students when creating lessons,
and what the teacher brings to the table. For those that may worry about DI placing an
overwhelming amount of work on teachers, there are many avenues for teachers to find help
amongst their colleagues, district and professional organizations.
Because the task of differentiated instruction can be daunting, it is important to
understand that while DI can create more work, it doesn't have to make work harder. Firstly,
Tomlinson and McTighe writes that “feasibility suggests classroom teachers can work for the
benefit of many more students by implementing patterns of instruction likely to serve multiple
needs” (p.19). Tomlinson is stating the mountain of work teachers could face by implementing
DI practices isn't one that needs to climb every lesson, project or with each classroom they
encounter. Instead, teachers should aim to create patterns of instruction. This benefits the
students by establishing comfort and consistency in the expectations of the class (hopefully
without getting too statistically boring). It also helps the teacher in not having to constantly be
working on something new, so everyone is accounted for.
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DI at the most complex level is about focusing on student understanding. Tomlinson
(2013) affirms this statement on many levels, “Making understanding central in curriculum calls
on teachers themselves to be aware of what makes their content powerful in the lives of people
who work with it, how the content is organized to make meaning, and how it can connect with
the lives and experiences of their students” (p. 7). The essential message with DI is
understanding and thinking about how would this person react to this or what would this other
person think. Applying that question to the classroom requires educators to know their student
population. Educators must be tremendous relationship builders in order to create effective
content that is reflective of their student population. Social studies presents ample opportunities
to bring in students interests, it could be an accurate simile or a humorous hyperbole.
Understanding is what we hope students get from our teaching, but to get to that point, teachers
ought to take an interest in what students are engaged in outside of the classroom.
Not only is differentiation important for instruction, it is also important to understand the
effects it has on students in the classroom. This can be shown throughout studies done across the
globe. In a study conducted by Guay (2017), differentiated instruction, and self-determination
theory were put to the test on students in French classroom. The study aimed to figure out how to
best create autonomous motivation towards subjects in school using provision of structure with
varied levels of DI. The results of this study were wide reaching and tackled more concepts than
just DI. One of the more impressive results in DI’s favor was as follows. According to Guay
(2017), “ These results indicate that (1) when teachers use differentiated instruction infrequently,
teacher structure has a significant and negative effect on students’ autonomous motivation in
French class, (2) when teachers use differentiated instruction moderately, the effect of structure
is not significant , and (3) structure has a significant and positive effect on students’ autonomous
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motivation when teachers use differentiated instruction strategies frequently” (para. 18). It is
important to note that the independent variable in this result being the frequency of which DI is
implemented. As DI increased so did the students' tendency to be more self-motivated in French
class, and to complete work in French class. While the study does not directly affirm beliefs
about DI, the more DI was included the more teacher structures were perceived as effective.
For teachers, moving into a professional environment can come with a lot of new
challenges. From personal accounts, the first few years of teaching can be described as simply
treading water. For educators it is easy to forget why you should do something. There is certainly
a tendency to get overwhelmed by all the different factors to consider. With that being said,
another study shows that differentiated instruction is not something to be left out. De Neve’s
study demonstrated DI in professional development for young teachers. De Neve (2015) lays the
groundwork for the issue at hand, “beginning teachers experience particular difficulties in
implementing DI because they are overwhelmed with the full pedagogical and legal
responsibility of their new job” (para. 4). In this study, teachers surveyed reported from De Neve
(2015) “found that when preservice teachers have opportunities to get insight into the theoretical
framework of DI, they express more frequently that DI has a vital role in contemporary
education and make use of more instructional and assessment strategies related to DI during their
lessons” (para. 44). Those surveyed affirms this statement at a nearly 80 percent rate. De Neve
(2015) further affirms the effects by stating, “It is clear that specific domains of teaching
behavior such as differentiated teaching – which means that teachers include DI as a pedagogical
approach in their teaching practice – positively affect students’ learning and students’ perceived
academic motivation” (para 3). To synthesize, the more preservice teachers encountered DI and
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were given professional development on the subject, the more they saw its worth, and the
positive effects it had on their student population.
It is important to consider the nature of differentiation and how the theory connects to the
way learning happens on a neuroscientific and psychological level. Sousa specializes in
connecting educational practices to current brain research. Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) states
early on “differentiation is brain friendly and brain compatible” (p.2). Let's take a closer look at
exactly how this is the case.
So, to answer the question of whether or not brain development and differentiation are
compatible, there needs to be an understanding of how these two ideas are inherently connected.
The connection lies in something that is really tried and true. According to Sousa and Tomlinson
(2018), “Although there are basic similarities in how we all learn, there are also important
differences. We have individual preferences for how we learn” (p. 14). Important to note though
that DI addresses the needs of all learners without being individualized education. This is
possible by understanding the brain as often pattern making. In the words of Sousa (2018) “The
brain's frontal lobe does this by making patterns”, and “divergent thinking is a thought process
that generates creative ideas by exploring different ways of solving problems” (p.14). These two
claims align with DI because of the educators' prevalence to create different routines that allow
students to practice different processes, and in turn generate patterns on their own that work best
for them. This can be done in learning activities, discussions prompts, test questions, guided note
sheets, sentence frames to name a few. Per Sousa and Tomlinson (2018), these DI patterns create
“novel patterns and expand existing cognitive networks. Through differentiation, teachers can
explore ways to help students become more divergent thinkers” (p.15). Differentiation’s
practices allow students to develop comfort levels with different kinds of processes they
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encounter. When that process is discovered on an individual student basis, that process can then
be applied to many other academic spaces, and even real-life issues in some instances. Educators
know they must cover standards and state guided curriculum, but they are also aware of how
they forward the lives of their students. In differentiated instructions educators will find more
opportunities to forward student lives as they continue to attend to the needs of more students.
Sousa and Tomlinson (2018) raise a process that is important to note when it comes to
differentiating the classroom, “Once students are more aware of their learning differences, the
teacher should guide them in developing broad descriptors of what their class would need be like
if it were a fit for everyone” (p.190). Letting students in on the process of creating the class can
not only be an opportunity to gain student trust (through vulnerability, openness), it can also
actually help improve the classroom experience for all. It shows that the teacher is comfortable
with what they created and understanding that the students spend the same period of time in their
class periods. It certainly should not be a constant questioning but more a periodic checking in of
how class can be improved. Student opinion also can give teachers indirect insights into the class
they have produced. Perhaps many students surveyed say that they want more time in class to
complete homework assignments. This could tell the educator a few things. Perhaps students are
just looking for more free time when they get home, but maybe just as likely the students are
communicating they need more support on their homework, or maybe even that the homework is
often too hard. Inferences like these can be drawn from aforementioned student statements but it
should also be backed up by data (i.e. grades on homework/completion rate of homework).
Moving forward, the rest of the review will focus on some specific practices of
differentiated instruction, and how they could impact students positively. This portion is
important because it looks closer at the specific choices teachers make and how those choices
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have been deemed effective. The section certainly aims to get more into the nitty gritty of DI as
opposed to the theory previously discussed.
One of the first steps in understanding exactly the needs of the wide swath of students in
the classroom, is to understand their unique learning styles. This can be surveyed in many ways
but one way brought to the helm by Spencer-Waterman is the fruit test. According to SpencerWaterman (2014), “Students give themselves points in columns of descriptors to determine what
kind of fruit they are. Grapes are imaginative, oranges are investigative, bananas are realistic,
and melons are analytical” (p. 16). The activity is organized on a sheet of paper with four
columns. Each column corresponds to one of the fruits mentioned. Students are asked to assign
numerical values to descriptors listed in each column. Whichever column gets the highest
numerical value, means that is what fruits the student is. On the other side of the paper, each fruit
is broken down into 4 categories: natural abilities include, can learn best when they..., may have
trouble, and to expand their style they need to. So, the activity gives students a look at
themselves while also giving some meta data to the teacher. The student gets a very personalized
look at themselves, and they can use the information provided to reinforce their strengths and
work on their shortcomings. The teacher can then use this information to access what activities
and practices will work best for the group. The activity certainly seems like a win-win, and it
could be a very effective one to use early in the year to establish an understanding of where
students are at.
All educators know that the expanding diversity in the classroom is certainly a sign for an
increase in English language learners (ELLs) in the classroom. This is a topic that is certainly a
big part of the demand for differentiation. One methodology to understand this is the following.
First, setting learning goals or essential questions for students in each lesson is a very popular
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practice amongst teachers. According to Baecher (2012), one principle of differentiating for
ELLs is to “set a common content objective and differentiate the language objective” (p.16).
What this does is it keeps ELLs up with their classmates in terms of content. Taking a 20th
century studies course for example, the overall learning goal (ex. Analyze the underlying causes
for WW1) will stay the same for all, but a language objective will also be provided. This
highlights a simple variation to the learning objectives by highlighting verbs in basic sentence
form. A language goal from the learning objective above could be: students will explain the
underlying causes of WWI using a ranking system. This aids the development of ELLs by
establishing a pattern of clear and concise task-based objectives using the formulaic model. A
simple adaptation like this to teacher practice can have a big impact on those learning English in
their class.
Summary
Differentiation aims to provide a quality education to all students in an increasingly
diverse student population. This review of literature developed an understanding of what
differentiation is, why it can be effective for all students, and briefly how it can be implemented.
After reviewing the literature, it is clear that differentiation can be effective in establishing care
for all students in the classroom. Moving forward, based on the experience I recall from primary
and secondary education in tandem with the observation I have made during student teaching
practicum , differentiation still has a way to go in terms of direct prevalence in American public
schools, which is why I have set a goal for integrating this into my own teaching for this action
research project.
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A Review of Research on: How can the ideas of constructivism and social constructivism be
applied to the practice of teaching in the social studies classroom?
The idea of connecting constructivist and social constructivist practices to social studies
classrooms stems from the idea of students generating their own conclusions from what they
learn in social studies classrooms. Moreover, I feel that social studies classrooms where students
are allowed to draw their own conclusions are far more effective than classrooms where students
are told what and how to think. This can be applied to the wide variety of subjects found on the
social studies side of things: history, geography, political science, and economics. Ormrod
(2016) explains this idea further, “As research findings about human learning have accumulated,
it's become clear that learners don't just passively absorb the information they encounter. Instead,
they actively try to organize and make sense of it, often in unique, idiosyncratic ways” (p.174).
Davis summarizes the same notion in a simple way, “In our collaborative work with practicing
teachers over the past decade, we have encountered a sensibility that might be concisely stated as
’Don’t tell’” (p.419). The act of not telling students things seems completely against the
traditional idea of history class. As social studies teachers we do not want to fill students' heads
up with lemonade, we want to teach them how to make their own lemonade. This aim better
serves teachers in aiding students to develop their own critical thinking, problem solving, and
explorative skills. All three of these skills should be present in any human being.
The aim of this research theme is not only to help me integrate theory into practice, but to
set a foundation of all social studies specific practice, essentially this ideology should shine
through in almost every aspect of my content teaching practice. I can give an example of how
this might manifest itself. Let's talk about how this could affect my idea of effective testing. My
idea of effective testing would lean more toward asking students to fill out short essay responses
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instead of short answers. The prompts for these essay questions would be open ended and a
matter of opinion often. Making it so there is no one “right” answer. They would always ask
students to back up their answers with facts or reasoning why they choose the opinion they had.
As you can probably see, this models the same notion from before, allowing students to construct
their own knowledge and understanding of subject matter. Before moving forward into how
constructivism is applicable to the social studies space, it seems evident that a solid
understanding of some of the more foundational members of theory came into the sphere of
influence.
The biggest name of note in the social constructivist space is Swiss psychologist Piaget.
Piaget dedicated his life to understanding how people's knowledge and understandings
developed. According to Ormrod (2016), Piaget believed that “for instance, that children actively
seek information about the world, that they construct their own understandings of it, and that
encountering puzzling phenomena can sometimes spur them to revise their understandings of it.”
(p. 304). Unpacking that idea, the first observation to make is that young people are inherently
curious about the world they live in. They attempt to understand that world based on their
experiences. This is really the biggest idea to confront here. Students are all individuals who
each have a unique subjective experience in the world. Then that can be revised if they have a
new experience. The most critical thing to understand is that students are generating the
knowledge in their own heads. The teacher isn't placing or bestowing the knowledge upon the
students.
One of Piaget’s most notable contributions to the theory is his thinking on the stages of
development. These stages are far from perfect and have many critiques. The stages state specific
cognitive tasks that a person's mind is able to do at a certain age. Ormrod (2016) provides an
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example of where Piaget was off in this theory, “overestimated what adolescents could do,
formal operational thinking processes (proportional reasoning separation and control of
variables) emerge much more gradually” (p. 305). This information may seem like not essential
to the social constructivist approach in the social studies classroom. It is important to note that
not all of the findings of one psychologist will directly result in classroom application.
However, of note, one of Piaget's most critical and accurate observations of the learning
experience of children is that they learn through doing far more than they learn through listening
or seeing. According to Halpenny (2013), “Central to this approach is the concept of the child as
an active learner. Activity in learning implies a dynamic process- a process which is ongoing and
generates continuous change and movement in thought” (p.2). Without taking this too far out the
abstract form (this will be done in the application section far more), the basics of what Piaget
argues for is activity being the central component to children acquiring new knowledge. This
establishes a clear focus for how a potential social studies teacher may structure their class.
Another important figure in the constructivist space is Vygotsky, though with his focus
on the social and cultural aspects of development, his theories form the foundation of social
constructivism. His focus more on how language is omnipresent and crucial to the same
development Piaget speaks of. Vygotsky was born in Belarus and later moved on to living in the
Soviet Union. Both spoke on the same subject of developmental psychology. Vygotsky was far
more focused on how language developed young people. According to Pritchard (2010), “Most
essentially, Vygotsky argues that language is the key to all development. Knowledge and use of
words play a central part not only in the development of children's thought but in all aspects of
cognitive development” (p. 37). Language as the essential factor for development certainly
brings forth a more precise application for the social studies classroom. This is the case because
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a social studies classroom will be infused with language and how it is used can be critical to
establishing understanding and meaning for students. So, with this understanding of both
psychologists, a comparison ought to be made before moving on to applications in the classroom.
When comparing Vygotsky and Piaget it is important to note that all the inferences made
are from authors, researchers, and translators, who bring the ideas of both, through translation,
into application for the English language and our contemporary classrooms. The first critical
observation in how children learn is that Piaget was concerned with variance in experience, and
Vygotsky concerned far more with the use of language. Piaget felt that experience was crucial to
children developing their own understandings in the world. Vygotsky on the other hand felt that
the language used and social interactions played a larger role in how children developed. Ormrod
(2016), highlighted an example of Vygotsky’s claim “Informal conversations are one common
method through which adults pass along culturally relevant ways of interpreting situations”
(p.320). Both certainly hold value in the classroom and can be applicable. Looking deeper into
the language factor, clearly Vygotsky found it was major in shaping thoughts for youth. Piaget
thought of language as more of a label for the experiences children were having. Piaget believed
students learned more from different schema, adaptation to new environments, assimilation, and
accommodation. Vygotsky saw far more value in how the people around you shaped your
understanding in tandem with how language was scaffolded. Vygotsky believed students benefit
from talking and reading with peers and teachers, and Piaget saw more value in the experiences
the students may have in the classroom like activities, assignments and projects.
To conclude the look at the roots of constructivism and social constructivism, it is
important to understand that both of these psychologists and their ideas can be applied to
teaching social studies. They do not stand directly opposed where a teacher must choose one
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approach or the other. Instead, both can be used as a theoretical backing for choices that can be
made in the social studies classroom. Certainly, language and experience are central in any good
social studies classroom.
Before looking into the direct application of social constructivism into the social studies
classroom, first it is important to look at whether or not this is even possible. Do the ideas
presented in social constructivism actually hold merit to how a classroom teacher teaches their
class? How people learn overtime is far different from how they learn in a classroom. How
people learn from their parents is far different from how they learn from a teacher. With all that
being said, the manner in which social constructivist discourse applies to teaching in the
classroom is ever apparent, and even more so in the social studies classroom. In the case of
social studies, the two hold the elements of a lifelong marriage. A study of teachers who took it
upon themselves to teach with the underpinnings of social constructivism in Serbia shows the
results. According to Jančič (2019), “the results have shown that teachers believe that they have
a basic knowledge on constructivism and that in their opinion it is possible to teach social studies
according to constructivism” (para 5). According to this resource, the prerequisite knowledge bar
isn't even that high, although at least a basic understanding is needed. That is good news for
educators as they don’t need to read translations of Piaget or Vygotsky. Jančič explains that
“results also show that the selection of didactic strategies for individual content matches special
didactic recommendations offered by the curriculum for social studies and that the social studies
teachers most often decide to use experiential-, research- and problem-based learning” (para 5).
This demonstrates some abstract application of social constructivism to the classroom. The three
key terms being highlighted are experiential learning, research learning, and problem based
learning. These terms are ones that you will most likely find in classrooms across the U.S. They
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will most likely be taken right from the state standards and placed into essential questions. The
alignment of social constructivism into the social studies classroom is clear.
Applying social constructivist principles into the social studies classroom focuses heavily
on the idea of inquiry. Inquiry is essential to any social studies classroom. The idea of students
seeking out new information can take place in many ways in the classroom. From simple tasks
like having students read and answer questions about the reading, to a full blown research
project/paper, students are constantly asked to inquire about and find information. This is
tremendous in general because it models a concise and accurate way to find new information in
life outside the classroom. Students and people alike must be inquisitive in order to find work,
take care of children, and other tasks like getting good grades. According to Mishra (2014), “it
emerges from the analysis of these constructivist pedagogic settings that it helps to develop and
sustain a culture of inquiry in the classroom where the strong interface between students’
everyday knowledge and school knowledge take place” (p.5). Inquiry holds a prominent spot in
constructivist discourse. This is the case because students’ inquiries place them in the natural
starting point to construct their own knowledge. Using inquiry takes students from recipients of
knowledge to discoverers of knowledge. This can create longer lasting impacts on students. In
this passage the reference to everyday out of school life is mentioned. The connection between
everyday life and school life is something that ought to be consistent. Finding knowledge in
social studies should model the same method towards finding knowledge in everyday life.
Creating well rounded members of society is a common goal for schools today. It is also a goal
that could do with being examined on a closer lens.
Another direct application that has been mentioned before is the value of social
interaction in learning. These interactions are essential because they create the ability of students
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to learn from one another and the teacher. This is really the social part of social constructivism.
In the words of Hoover (2017), “social constructivism’s emphasis on dialogic processes inherent
in language, culture, context and community as a source of learning has held a great deal of
appeal for the social studies field, a field that values authentic intellectual work, perspective
taking, collaboration, discussion, and disciplined inquiry”(p. 416). Discussion is a key activity in
the social studies classroom. Whether it be in small groups, the whole class or one on one with
students, it is crucial to get students talking. This is a key element of many classrooms and holds
a special place in the social constructivist approach. Creating lively class discussion allows
students to become understanding of how they think in coordination with understanding others
opinions (teacher and peers). This gives the opportunity for students to perhaps generate new
understandings from their peers.
A constant concern of the social studies classroom is certainly the sources used to explain
historical phenomena. Teachers' choice of sources for student learning are crucial. Without a key
consideration, it is often very easy to allow an ethnocentric education. This is a key problem
highlighted by Blaik-Hourani (2011), “postcolonial conservative societies that intend to teach
Social Studies through constructivist teaching-learning strategies may face more constraints than
in open societies” (232). He speaks about a case study he was operating in the United Arab
Emirates. This is a problem in many districts across the U.S surely. The issue is that a true social
constructivist approach to teaching social studies would bring in primary source material from
many different perspectives. The problem Blaik-Hourani suggests is a government perhaps not
willing to allow those perspectives to be present in the classroom. Without a quality array of
sources from around the sphere of influence on a subject, social constructivist approaches cannot
exist.
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This last application reference highlights the presence of social constructivism when it
isn't explicitly stated. According to Kopp (2017), “The humanities are the stories, the ideas, and
words that help us make sense of our lives and our world, and introducing us to people we have
never met, places we have never visited, and ideas that may have never crossed our mind” (p.8).
This passage is a great affirmation of what exactly humanities is. Humanities is more or less a
synonym for a social studies classroom. Whether it be government, history, or economics, all fall
under the umbrella of social studies or humanities. This passage directly states that these classes
are stories, ideas, and words that help us make sense of our lives and our world. Notice the verb
used there. It is not to tell students what to think, but to allow them to make understandings based
off of information presented. This is the same action that is present in the discourses of social
constructivism.
To close, this theme highlighted how the ideas of social constructivism can apply to the
social studies classroom. To start the theme, The ideas of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky were
discussed. These were really the two most influential figures in the space of social
constructivism. Then how the two were connected was tackled. In doing so, the connection was
made by showing how even a basic understanding of the theories can help social studies
teachers. The connection was made ever present by looking at how the language of social
constructivism was mirrored in standards. The theme closed by showing some direct applications
of social constructivism in the social studies classrooms. The focus tasks being inquiry,
discussion. Creating social studies classrooms where students are encouraged to create their own
understanding is best. This is the case due to the subjective nature of social studies’ topics and
the same subjective nature with knowledge is created by individual students. The importance and
emphasis of the social studies classrooms should often ask the question of why as opposed to
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what, whom and when. The value of why places that subjective understanding by each student at
the forefront. This research lays the groundwork for my understanding of the best way to operate
a social studies classroom. I will not view myself as the creator of knowledge who bestows
knowledge amongst students. In a way it places me as a teacher/coach of the developing students
to be able to create processes to develop their own understanding. I believe wholeheartedly,
teachers should not aim to pour lemonade(knowledge) into students, but teachers should rather
teach students how to make lemonade.
A Review of Research on how can formative assessment be used to measure student learning,
collect data, and enable opportunity for descriptive feedback?
Formative assessment is one of the most crucial aspects of the educational experience for
students and teachers. It is hard to describe a precise example of what a formative assessment is
because it can encapsulate so much. The formative assessment counterpart: summative
assessment is easier to describe. A summative assessment is something that is used at the end of
the course or learning segment to verify and measure student learning. These assessments
typically have high stakes. Formative assessment serves a different purpose. Per Black and
William (2003), “From their earliest use it was clear that the terms ‘formative’ and ‘summative’
applied not to the assessments themselves, but to the functions they served” (p.623). When
considering formative assessment, it is less important to focus on what the assessment looks like
but rather focus on what function it serves.
Formative assessment functions can vary widely. According to Black and William
(2003), early formative assessments “were intended to illuminate aspects of students’ thinking,
rather than just measure achievement” (p .624). This is foundational to understanding one of the
core goals of formative assessment. No matter the subject, formative assessment should attempt
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to show how students are thinking. Understanding how students are thinking about the subject at
hand is another way to understand their learning. As formative assessments will be a
predominant part of the lesson, they ought to be able to do more than just let teachers understand
the standing of their students learning. While that will certainly be the focus, formative
assessments also present the opportunity to collect data on classes learning, and the opportunity
to provide descriptive feedback. Those both will be factors in understanding the real potential of
formative assessment.
Measuring student learning is the first goal of formative assessment to be thoroughly
explored. In order to do so we need to understand the variance in terms of levels of
understanding. The first step to measuring student learning, is to know the goal of what is
supposed to be learned. In the modern classroom that usually means learning targets for a unit or
essential questions for a day. According to Disario (2019), “Learning targets are essential for
teachers who believe in helping students to reach mastery of skills, content, standards and
concepts” (para. 5). These learning targets are usually gleamed directly from district/state
required curriculum or standards. These targets guide teacher instruction and should guide the
creation of learning targets for students. This establishes the root for what we want to garner
from formative assessments. The formative assessments need to address the learning targets for
the day or unit in some way.
The level to which students know the concept is an important detail to include in creating
formative assessment. This is best broken down into two categories. These two categories should
be compliance and mastery. Compliance means the student has a basic understanding and could
provide the correct answer to a question. A mastery understanding entails a more complex and
nuanced understanding of the essential question or learning target for the day. For example, in
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social studies this would look like knowing the underlying causes for World War 1(compliance)
versus knowing what the causes mean and the why behind them(mastery). In the words of
Disario (2019) “On the other hand, students who are asked to simply “comply” with teacher
requests to complete work, without understanding of learning targets or the “why” behind the
assignment, are less likely to be able to demonstrate mastery on summative assessments” (para
7). Formative assessments ought to provide the opportunity for students to show compliance and
mastery so that teachers can understand the preparedness level of students for a summative
assessment.
Important to note (at least in brief) is how this compliance versus mastery idea can relate
to data collection. In terms of collecting data, the complexities and nuances of different forms of
data to be collected on a daily or nearly daily basis could lead to a lot of extraneous work for
educators. All people know the tremendous amount of strain that can be placed on educators, and
teachers need to be conscious if they are putting too much on their plates. The compliance versus
mastery model allows for a two-level metric that would lend itself to be easily graded, and easy
to track student understanding leading up to a summative assessment. Formative assessments
could be graded on a scale of zero to two. In this approach, 1 would equal compliance, and two
would equal mastery. The simplicity of recording would lend itself well to collecting student
data in an efficient manner.
Measuring student learning and achievement can be very challenging. After looking at
the importance of how to look at the different levels of student learning, the next important
understanding of formative assessment is what it should actually look like to achieve this garner
student understanding. This so often comes in the form of questions. Teachers ask students
questions constantly. According to Ozan (2017), “Asking questions in formative assessment is
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crucial to obtaining information about students’ learning and understanding. This objective can
be achieved if the questions are active and effective at determining the learner’s depth of
knowledge” (p.87). Questions are the basis for which teachers garner important information from
students throughout the formative assessment process. While this may seem like an obvious
point to be made, it can often be overlooked in terms of how important it is. So, what are the best
questions to ask students? Ozan says “high-level thinking questions frequently used during the
class enabled the students to improve their imagination, and that the questions increased
participation in the class, encouraged the students to think, created curiosity in the students and
provided better learning with these factors” (p. 104). High level thinking questions are questions
that ask students to read beyond the lines or answer the questions just in a literal sense.
Moreover, a question that attempts to garner students to answer the “what” and the “why”. This
rings very similar and almost aligns perfectly with the aforementioned compliance and mastery
idea. This is the case because asking these higher-level thinking questions encourages students to
answer the questions at a mastery level.
Continuing with the theme of measuring student learning, one of more practices to have
is to keep a good variance in the types of formative assessments that are given to students. This
is important for many reasons. The first reason relating to literature review theme 1:
differentiation. Teachers know that the variance of students they see across their classes is very
wide. Not all students learn in the same way, or at the same rate, or from the same assessments.
For that reason teachers ought to aim to vary their formative assessments widely. Another reason
is that students may struggle with just responding to multiple choice polls, or free writing
responses. Educators ought to cast a wide net in using formative assessments in order to allow all
students to display their understandings as much as possible. According to Trumbull (2013)
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“While formative assessments may vary on a number of dimensions, the crucial feature is that
evidence is evoked, interpreted in terms of learning needs, and used to make adjustments [to
instruction] to better meet those learning needs” (p.4). They cannot vary to the point where they
stray away from the overall objective of formative assessment. Measuring student learning is the
focus of formative assessment and will continue to be the focus of this theme.
After understanding the importance of questions and variance in questions, the next idea
to look at would be how educators can build on each assessment to progress students through a
learning process. In history, this may look like how a teacher can build daily or bidaily
understandings of the theories of the JFK assassination until they draw their own conclusion on it
at the end of the unit. Only if history teachers were afforded a week to teach the JFK
assassination. Formative assessment has the opportunity to measure student learning on a daily
basis. In doing so, they can establish learning progressions throughout a complex idea like the
JFK assassination. According to Trumbull (2013) “Overall, we contend that, despite disciplines,
when teachers organize teaching around learning from [a learning trajectory] perspective, the
trajectory serves as the unifying element for their instruction” (p.7). The real benefit of these
progressions is explained further. As stated prior not all learners follow the same path. So
learning progressions fall short in addressing class wide issues in the ways learning objectives
and standards do. With that being said, learning progressions tell educators important points
where students' learning is lost. Trumbull (2013) explains this further “Learning progressions or
trajectories can help teachers to anticipate and identify common misconceptions students may
have and, thus, to shape feedback—which, in turn, reshapes learning” (p.6). So perhaps in the
JFK assassination example, perhaps students in the past have displayed common
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misunderstanding with the Oswald acted alone theory. That can be addressed, and feedback is
prepared to clear up the misunderstanding.
Speaking in brief about feedback, learning progressions highlight the most common
misconceptions of students over time. This is useful for educators as they can prepare feedback
and revise feedback overtime. A teacher will teach a unit many times and using learning
progressions will allow the teacher to better catch common points of misunderstanding. Then
they can provide the aforementioned descriptive feedback for those students. This will hopefully
get that student back on track with their peers. Formative assessments that follow learning
progressions allow for teachers to better understand key misconceptions and provide descriptive
feedback when certain students reach those points.
Moving forward this section will focus more on how formative assessment allows for
opportunities for descriptive feedback. Rushton (2005) argues that “the effectiveness of
formative assessment is dependent upon the student’s accurate perception of the gap, as well as
their motivation to address it” (p.509). When referring to the gap, this is meant to be the gap in
student understanding, and their motivation to address means their want/desire to fill that gap in
understanding. This is where descriptive feedback can be one of the educators’ greatest weapons.
There are a few key elements of feedback that must be included in order for the student to garner
the most from that feedback. Rushton (2005) claims feedback “must be able to provide
information about what the student does and does not know, as well as providing direction for
improvement” (p. 510). This is a good roadmap to follow when providing feedback. This
establishes the teacher's understanding of where the student is at and how the student can
improve moving forward. The first part of that shows the educator as invested in what is
happening with the student. The second shows the route forward from the teacher’s perspective.
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It really starts the conversation of improvement with the student. The student can respond to this
feedback with the instructor, or simply respond by showing the suggested improvement in the
next formative assessment. Feedback ought to aim to start a conversation of improvement with
the student no matter what. Descriptive feedback should include where the student is at in terms
of what they know and don't know. As well as the road of improvement for that student. After
defining descriptive feedback, there should be some exploration of formative assessments that
allow for that.
When talking about descriptive feedback there can be some confusion in terms of what
that exactly means. Some may assume it means feedback a student is receiving on a worksheet
from a teacher. While other may consider descriptive feedback to be the information that a
teacher is receiving from a student in terms of their own understanding. For the sake of this
review, descriptive feedback will be the feedback of the teacher to the student, and the collecting
data portion (of the review) will be more of the feedback that students give to the teacher.
Understanding the need for descriptive feedback starts with a thorough understanding of
the term inside of the formative assessment space. Trumbull (2013) defines feedback as
“Feedback takes on a formative role when it provides information about the gap between a
student’s current understanding and the desired level of understanding, and it is most effective
for the student when it is targeted at the right developmental level and helps the student identify
ways to close the gap”(p. 3). A formative assessment best practice for feedback should include
how the student can extend their understanding to fully meet a goal. In the formative assessment
space this could take many forms. A student may be struggling to understand the causes for
World War 1. They demonstrate a clear understanding of militarism and alliances, but they are
struggling to understand imperialism and nationalism. This could be demonstrated on any form
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of formative assessment. It could be a worksheet or a guided reading notepad. The feedback
given to those students needs to address their understanding of the situation and extend that
knowledge to what they are struggling with. In the World War 1 example, perhaps the teacher
could extend their understanding of militarism and extend that into nationalism, and imperialism.
Bridging that gap is important as students who lose their place early or on foundational concepts
will struggle with the more complex concepts later in the unit.
Feedback like most practices in education is not a one size fits all approach. When
considering the extensive literature on differentiated instruction, feedback practices often are
brought up and should be considered closely by educators. Some students may be uncomfortable
with being praised for their efforts publicly. Others could be more motivated by more harsh
criticism. Just like how many people would wither under constructive criticism. As with so many
practices in education, the key is to attack each situation on a case-by-case basis. When attacking
those situations, teachers ought to have as many tools in their toolbox as possible so they can
meet the needs of their students. According to Turnbull (2013), “Teachers need to observe how
their particular students respond to various forms of feedback in order to tailor feedback to those
students’ needs” (p.12). An idea to take into the beginning formative assessments of the year
should be to provide a variety of different forms of feedback to see how students respond. After a
few weeks it will most likely become clearer how students respond to harsh criticism or public
praise for instance. Understanding the needs and wants of students on an individual level is
essential to maximizing the potential of feedback. After looking at feedback to students, it is also
important to consider how teachers organize the feedback the students give them.
Student feedback to the teacher comes in qualitative and quantitative forms. Collecting
data on student learning can come in these two forms as well. In the qualitative sense it can be
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the level to which the teacher feels the students are understanding learning targets or able to
answer essential questions. In the quantitative sense it would be a more direct numerical figure of
how students are scoring on assessment across the board. Oftentimes these metrics come from
predetermined rubrics that teachers grade from. Rubrics can take many different forms. From a
theoretical perspective, these can take two main forms. In the words of Hamilton (2003) “There
are two types of rubrics: holistic and analytic. Holistic rubrics require judgment of the overall
performance, while analytic rubrics involve examination of specific aspects of the performance”
(p.37). Like the aforementioned qualitative and quantitative, the two ways to think about rubrics
allows teachers to establish their students' understanding on two different levels.
As you would assume, the separation of two different forms of data leads to many
teachers debating which is more valuable in terms of establishing student understanding. While a
lot of good points can be made in such a debate, it seems clear after looking at the value in each
different approach to collecting data. One without the other can lead to to many different issues.
Quantitative can often lack the human elements of impact and the gravity of the impact it has on
students. Qualitative lacks that exact numerical value but can sometimes better explain the the
impact the assessment had on students. When collecting data, it seems that best practice would
be to record quantitative and qualitative data when it comes to what students are telling you on
their assessments.
In essence, the goal of formative assessment is to establish a student's understanding of a
concept at the point they are at in the learning process. That is really the bottom line of what
formative assessment should accomplish. Additionally, the formative assessment provides
tremendous opportunity to provide feedback on student learning. In doing so, it is best to
establish where the student is at, provide help in progressing them along the learning track, and
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give additional compliments and criticisms as needed. In collecting data on students, it is
important to consider both qualitative and quantitative means. Formative assessments are one of
the most crucial parts of the learning experience for both students and teachers. Maximizing the
potential students have is critical to keeping classrooms progressing along the required learning
paths. The next chapter presents data I collected in my pursuit of answering these research
questions.
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CHAPTER III
Research Methods
The methods of inquiry for this study focused on the principles and practices of action
research, using self-study aligned with professional teacher standards, teacher artifacts, student
questions, student participation levels, university supervisor feedback, and cooperating teacher
feedback as a means of data collection. I will begin with a review of action research principles
to establish the foundation for this study’s method of inquiry. Second, I will review the choices
and purposes of data collection that helped to highlight my instruction and means for searching
for improvement. Third, I will detail my context for the study, methods of data collection
protocols, maintaining credibility and trustworthiness of the data, and acknowledge my
limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will present the procedures used for studying my practice,
while providing data and analysis that speaks to adaptations and adjustments made to my
instruction as I implanted this study.
Research Questions
My focus for this research was to inform myself on how I can improve as a professional
educator, and how effective my interactions with students was. Specifically, I examined how my
own instructional approaches and scaffolds chosen affected learner’s performance and
persistence. This focus aligned with the following INTASC Standards for teacher professional
development. Standards 8e and 8d were most critically analyzed. Additionally, I considered how
studying my own practice in line with INTASC Standards could improve my own instruction and
therefore, student learning. My purpose of this study was to improve my own practice and solve
real issues presented by the forced comprehensive distance learning environment. The research
question (s) for this study were:
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1. How can online learning platforms like Kahoot! and Peardeck be used to establish
better connections with students during a comprehensive distance learning
environment? Data gathered on this will include lesson plans, examples of online
learning platforms, university supervisor feedback, and qualitative observation on
learning experience.
2. How can I expand off student comments to build relationships, expand learning,
and still have quality time management methods to get all predetermined content to
students? Data gathered on this will include the amount of times all content was
covered versus not covered, university supervisor feedback, qualitative observation of
learning experience, and lesson plans.
3. How can I be an efficient and effective grader? Data gathered on this question
will include my own feedback to students before and after cooperating teacher
feedback, cooperating teacher feedback, and qualitative observation of the
experience.
INTASC Standards
INTASC standards are standards that keep teachers up to date on the expectations of what
makes a quality K-12 educator. They are really the mark which educators must hit to be ready
and prepared to educate students so that they can achieve their goals. According to INTASC,
“through its Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC), is pleased to
offer this set of model core teaching standards that outline what teachers should know and be
able to do to ensure every K-12 student reaches the goal of being ready to enter college or the
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workforce in today’s world”. This research purpose aligns with the aforementioned INTASC
standard 8. Specifically, standards 8d and 8e, which both reference the ability of a teacher to
incorporate variance into the instructional models. I believe this purpose will aid my future
teaching in a very critical way. It allows me to adjust my instructional model to best address the
needs of my students in the ever evolving educational environment.
Methods and Procedures
Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I use data
to improve my own practice in line with the INTASC professional standards, it was important to
choose a method that could account for both what the standards are for teachers and how I was
paying attention to my own practice through data collection to improve it. Accordingly, this
study was designed as an action research study. Action research is the process of inquiry,
design, and data collection used by researchers in many different professions. It is a process that
enables professionals or aspiring professionals to examine their work, reflect on it, and hopefully
improve based on the prior tasks mentioned. Teaching is a profession where you must commit
yourself to being a lifelong learner. Best practices change as the student population changes, and
in order to best address those concerns, no teacher should assume they know all they need to
know. Instead, educators must keep trying to improve their practice to best meet the needs of an
ever-evolving student population.
According to Gould (2008), “Action research helps create a culture of professional
development that is engaging, relevant, and capable of systemic improvement to teaching and
learning throughout the school” (p.7). I found this summary of action research to be very
accurate and productive. Action research allows for educators to solve problems while
developing professionally. It seems more applicable to help students directly through action
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research, than to develop professionally through conferences or summits. That is not to say those
are not valuable assets to educators as well, but I believe action research can be a more effective
form of professional development.
Data Collection
The basic steps in action research are 1) identify a topic or issue to study, 2) collect data
related to the chosen topic or issue, 3) analyze and interpret the collected data, and 4) carry out
action planning, which represents the application of the action research results. Data collection in
an action research project typically is related to the topic or issues and provides answers
pertinent to the research questions. As Padak and Padak observe, “Any information that can help
you answer your questions is data” (1994). Therefore, I used a variety of data collection tools
related to my topic to ensure the validity of my results. Furthermore, I adhered to the following
four characteristics in determining the data I would collect for my study, 1) anonymity of
students, 2) comparison in data collection was built in so that the results could be judged against
themselves both before and after the intervention period, 3) aspects of performance to be
examined were identified prior to data collection so that the information was relevant and
connected to the research questions, and 4) a variety of data was collected so that different
aspects of the topic could be brought to light (Padak and Padak, 1994). Finally, because I was
studying my own practice while I was in the middle of said practice, I acknowledge the
“spiraling nature” of data collection in action research (Padak and Padak, 1994). By focusing on
data in connection to my research questions, my attention turned to other pieces of data that
emerged in relation to my questions. These emergent data pieces were included as part of the
study as they had relevance to my research questions.
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Because my research questions focus on my own development and helping students, I
chose to collect data that would provide information about how my practice and the interventions
I identified aligned with the research topic. The types of data I chose to collect are described
next.
Lesson Plans, First Type of Data Collected
The first type of data collected was lesson plans which included the online learning
platforms I am using to better connect with students. The next form of data I collected was
qualitative observations I made based on my experience teaching in the comprehensive distance
learning environment. Another type of data I gathered was examples of online learning platforms
showing their interactive nature. I also brought in my university supervisor’s observation
feedback. This will show another seasoned educator's opinion on how I connected with students.
These pieces of data will create an example to show how students can still be connected during
comprehensive distance learning. The hope was to learn new ways to engage students that can
apply to online and in-person learning. These various forms of data as it relates to connection
also can connect very well to the idea of formative assessment. Connecting philosophy to
research is an important part of the action research process. The first set of data here will
illuminate formative assessment tenets (chapter 2) along with that connection. According to
Trumbull (2013) “While formative assessments may vary on a number of dimensions, the crucial
feature is that evidence is evoked, interpreted in terms of learning needs, and used to make
adjustments [to instruction] to better meet those learning needs” (p.4). Peardeck and Kahoot! are
certainly different in form, but they provide that form of data that allows for educators to make
formative assessment-based adjustments to instruction.
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Timing Considerations, Second Type of Data Collected
The second type of data that was collected is the amount of time I got through all
predetermined content versus when I did not get through all the content of the lesson. This data
will include the number of on-topic questions students ask, and the number of off-topic questions
students ask. I try to respond to most questions asked in zoom chat. I then put all of this
information together into a table. I feel this is important due to one of the aforementioned parts
of my research as it relates to constructivism. Ormrod (2016), highlighted an example of
Vygotsky’s claim “Informal conversations are one common method through which adults pass
along culturally relevant ways of interpreting situations” (p.320). I want to ensure I attempt to
have as many of these conversations as possible. I also identified those responses I give to
students as a potential cause for not getting through all the content for the day. The next piece of
data for this set is qualitative observations based on my experience teaching in the
comprehensive distance learning environment. Additionally, I used lesson plans as data to lay
out planned content to get through. I hoped to learn how to manage my own tendency to
elaborate too much on student responses. During my time instructing classes prior to the start of
data collection, I have found this to be a potential issue I need to iron out. This is why I feel it
would be valuable to study in this instance.
Cooperating Teacher Feedback, Third Type of Data Collected
The third type of data I collected is my cooperating teacher’s feedback on my grading
practices. I wanted to show a before/after effect, so I gathered examples of my feedback to
students before my cooperating teacher’s guidance, and my feedback to students after my
cooperating teacher’s guidance. I believe this data is useful because it demonstrates a process of
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learning as an educator. Teachers must commit to being lifelong learners, and learning the ins
and outs of grading is crucial to the teaching experience.
Context of the Study
The setting of my study is a 2000 student high school in the Salem-Keizer School district.
The staff of this school is very diverse and the school offers many different core 4 subject
classes, along with a variety of elective courses during a traditional year.
The average number of teachers in each department varies wildly. In the social studies
department, there is around 9 teachers. I am told during a traditional school year that it is more
like 12. Teachers work in zoom meeting style PLC where they share experiences, lessons, and
professional development. I was being mentored by two teachers in that department. In terms of
student population over half are on reduced lunch cost and about 800 are on free lunch and
breakfast services.
The classrooms I worked with also have some defining characteristics. I studied 4
periods/classes of a World Social Studies class. The average enrollment of students in those
courses is about 22, and in CDL the average attendance is somewhere around 14 for the average
day. The class is taught on a block schedule, and we have 85 minutes of instruction time per
period. We saw students every other day at the zoom meetings. During student “at home” work
days they have no instruction whatsoever so it's not a traditional block schedule where you do 4
classes one day and 4 classes the next (for a total of 8). Important considerations for diverse
learners are shown in the table below.
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2
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3

2

0
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3

0

4

4

1

TOTALS

6

1

9

14

1

Participants
Because this study was designed using an action research approach, the main participant
in the study is myself, as the teacher. As my learning progressed throughout my student teaching
program, I became interested in a number of ideas that would help me to improve my instruction.
Ultimately, I decided to focus on the main research areas outlined in my research questions. To
lend credibility to the results I will share from my self-study of my practice, it is important to
describe my role in the classroom where I teach. In this section I will focus on describing my
own classroom and my role as the teacher. My role in this class is an average student teacher
role. I did not teach every period, but I would teach many periods a day. Oftentimes my
cooperating teacher and I would be switching off instructing class. I had been in the class for
around 7 months at the time of the study. While my cooperating teacher was a part of the study, I
designed the study independently. I did this design to best fit into the classroom seamlessly.
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How I Studied My Teaching
This is the detailed outline of what this process looked like. This process happened over a
6 week period in spring of 2021. I collected the online learning platform examples over the
course of my own teaching in my licensing assessment (EdTPA). The lesson plans, online
learning platform, assessments, and lectures were all created by myself during this period.
During this period I would have a blank legal pad sheet where I would record speaking notes,
students reminders, and data pertinent to this study. I wanted to mimic as close as possible to
how I would go about this process if it were in-person. The process of collecting data for
question two was actually made easier by being in the setting of zoom. Once I found the target
lesson, I would already have all the zoom chats and video lessons recorded by Zoom. I was able
to then go back at my own convenience, open the zoom chats, watch the lessons, and create the
data. Zoom made this process much easier due its recording feature. The last major piece of data
I collected was my cooperating teacher’s feedback on my grading. This happened after all
students took the example assessment, and they were graded.
Moving forward to chapter 4, the numerous examples of data will be uncovered. There
will also be commentary explaining the various forms of data. Through looking at these findings,
I hoped to understand how well I addressed my goals, and how I can inform my future teaching
to be even better in the future.

48

CHAPTER IV
Presentation and Discussion of Findings
Overview
This chapter presents the findings of my own action research and discusses the data
collection process as well as the analysis of the data presented. The findings presented will be
used to determine if they are able to help answer the action research questions asked. The
questions presented in chapter three of this action research project were a product of my
experience in a student teaching practicum in secondary social studies classrooms. The
classroom is not what it once was for the 2020-2021 school year though. Students were not
together with the teacher in a physical sense. The desks and chairs were traded in for laptops, and
the sound of pencils on paper became the clicks on a keyboard. Like so many places around the
world, the last year has been called something to the tune of comprehensive distance learning
(CDL). This is the setting where this action research took place.
The goal of this action research project is to answer the following three questions to best
aid the needs of all learners: firstly : “How can online learning platforms like Kahoot! and
Peardeck be used to establish better connections with students during a comprehensive distance
learning environment?”; secondly, “ How can I expand off student comments to build
relationships, expand learning, and still have quality time management methods to get all
predetermined content to students?”; and lastly, “How can I be an efficient and effective
grader?”. Using the principles of actions research to gather data about my own practice to
improve said practice came in a few forms. Data collected came in the form of lesson plans,
examples of online learning platforms, qualitative observation, metrics of student comments
asked in comparison to all content covered while teaching, cooperating teacher feedback, and
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university supervisor feedback. The results of the relevant data are then analyzed according to
whether or not the data is able to yield positive or negative results in relation to the research
questions.
Data Analysis of Question 1
How can online learning platforms like Kahoot! and Peardeck be used to establish better
connections with students during a comprehensive distance learning environment? When looking
at the data sources for research question 1, the most relevant examples of data come in the form
of lesson plans and examples of the online learning platforms used. Supplementary pieces of
data included my own qualitative observations, and feedback from the Western Oregon
University Field Supervisor. As I began my student teaching practicum in comprehensive
distance learning, I noticed a really big issue. The issue is establishing a real connection between
students and teachers during instruction. For the majority of the last school year, classes have
been held on the online application Zoom. Zoom is a video conferencing platform that allows a
lot of common classroom activities to be completed in a CDL environment. Very early on in the
2020-2021 school year it was clear that students' comfort level using the application’s camera
and microphone function was low. Student faces were replaced with black boxes with their
names, and voices replaced with seldom text chats. So the challenge for me became how do I get
a greater connection with students. Connecting with students lies in the bedrock of any quality
teaching pedagogy, the question was how do I get that connection?
During my own instruction, the best solution to this issue was using online applications
that could establish said connection on a more consistent basis. For me, this was Peardeck and
Kahoot!. I will start off by talking about these applications, by providing examples of what they
look like, and how they function. Then I will look at my lesson plans, and how I included them
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into my instruction. I will close by giving my observation of their effectiveness, and my
university supervisor feedback. In doing this I hope to answer whether or not these platforms
were effective in establishing a more consistent connection with students.
Online Learning Platform Examples
To begin I will take a look at Peardeck. Peardeck is an add-on to google slides.
Powerpoint slide shows are a mainstay of teaching as they provide information, visuals, and
guide student learning. Peardeck is an add-on that allows for multiple choice questions, polls,
free response questions, to be immersed into a common google slideshow. Students are asked to
join the slideshow via link or code, and then students are able to answer the aforementioned
questions. (Figure 1) Giving students this point of interaction allows for two very valuable assets
for teachers. First, it gives teachers that point of interaction that we are starved of in
comprehensive distance learning. Second, it gives us formative information on student
understanding. (Figure 2) By giving teachers that formative information, we can adjust future
instruction to better accommodate student shortcomings, and reinforce strengths.
Figure 1
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Figure 2

The amazing thing about Peardeck is that it allowed for me as the teacher to see student
responses to answers in real time. For instance (Figure 3) student responses to the last figures
questions would be shown to the teacher on their side of the application. The figure provided
shows an example created for the purpose of the presentation and not a real example from a
class. This is where the connection between teacher and students can really be made. Teachers
can take the time to discuss the results of questions with the students, clarify misunderstandings,
and reinforce good responses. These kinds of adjustments in basic powerpoint presentations
allow for that greater connection with students. I observed the effectiveness of traditional
powerpoints while in my student teaching practicum, and I felt that Peardeck adds so much value
to the CDL environment.
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Figure 3

The next application to discuss is Kahoot! . Kahoot is an online application that is mostly
used for reviewing concepts. This was an application presented to me in a traditional classroom
environment. It works well in the CDL environment as well. The teacher can share their screen
with the questions (Figure 4) and students can respond in their own web browser either on their
computers or cellphones. Similar to Peardeck, (Figure 5) the teacher can then discuss the student
responses to questions asked, reinforce correct answers, and clarify incorrect responses. This is
again where that missing connection in CDL can be better established through the use of the
platforms. I believed students felt more comfortable using platforms like these to participate in
class rather than using microphones or zoom text chat by the end of the study.
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Figure 4

Figure 5

Kahoot and peardeck not only gave me instant formative feedback from students, but it also
stores the information for future reference. This provides a clear advantage for educators not
only connecting with students, but recording formative data for them.
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Lesson Plans
My lesson plans will show how I included the aforementioned online learning platforms
in my instruction. (Figure 6) I never wanted to plan to lecture students for long periods of
time(30 minutes plus). The inclusion of an online learning platform like Peardeck would follow
the same rule. This rule stems from the social constructivist perspective brought up in chapter 2
of the action research project. Ormrod (2016) writes “Teachers can’t pour knowledge into the
head of students as they might pour lemonade into a glass; rather, students must make their own
lemonade”(pp.174-175). The act of allowing students to create their own understanding meant
more interaction with the content during instruction. The presentation of information to students
should not last any longer than the 30 minute period mentioned before. Even while the
presentation is interactive it is important to break up information into smaller pieces. This helps
combat one of the biggest adversaries to student interaction: zoom fatigue. Zoom fatigue is
something that most people who have lived in the year of 2020 experience to some degree. The
constant staring at a screen can give some people headaches, fatigue, and in the worst case for
students abandonment of class. Many students that were not engaged often in class, would likely
leave class without the teacher even knowing. The black box with the student’s name would be
present in Zoom but often there was not actually a student on the other side. The breaking up of
the lectures (Figure 6) and use of these online learning platforms should have in theory helped
combat zoom fatigue and class abandonment by keeping students connected to class beyond the
hope that they are listening.
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Figure 6

Over the course of watching cooperating teachers in CDL, I found that students needed those
points of interaction within a lecture. I felt going into these lessons that the old “does anybody
have any questions” just simply was not going to get any responses during lectures on Zoom.
University Supervisor Feedback
The last piece of data I wanted to provide in order to answer research question 1 is the
feedback I got from my Western Oregon University field supervisor. This supervisor observed
the same lesson from figures 1-3, and 6. In doing so the supervisor provided feedback on my
lesson planning, instruction and use of assessment. My own qualitative observation is that these
platforms certainly do aid the interaction between students and teachers in the CDL environment.
While looking at the university supervisor’s feedback it is clear that in their estimation this aids
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student interaction as well. Under the instructional delivery category (Figure 7), the university
supervisor notes the plentiful amount of interaction in response 3. The university supervisor also
notes in the feedback portion (part III) of the form (Figure 8) that there is a clear rapport with
students. While my own observation and the opinion of my supervisor is limited, the fact that
there is a correlation between the two shows at least the start of a clear answer to the first
research question.
Figure 7

Figure 8
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The independent feedback provided to me by my Western Oregon University field supervisor
was provided as a part of a regularly scheduled observation feedback. It's clear that it shows the
connection I was able to create with students.
Data Analysis of Question 2
In order to answer my second research question: How can I expand off student comments
to build relationships, expand learning, and still have quality time management methods to get
all predetermined content to students? I first needed to understand the importance of how
responding to students' comments could help build relationships and expand learning. When
students comment or ask questions it is a clear sign of curiosity. Referencing the literature review
again, interactions with students were discussed. Ormrod (2016), highlighted an example of
Vygotsky’s claim “Informal conversations are one common method through which adults pass
along culturally relevant ways of interpreting situations” (p.320). Students asking questions also
show the student wants to know something either more specific about the subject, or they want to
expand the conversation about the subject into something that interests them. It is clear that
responding to student questions is critical to the learning process for students and teachers alike.
The issue to be discussed in this passage arises is what happens when student questions, and the
subsequent tangents I made on those comments put the entire class period behind on getting
through all the class content that needs to be gotten through. This was an issue for me early on in
my student teaching practice. In the livelier classes, I would often find myself running short on
time for the lectures. Sometimes this would even result in less time for students to complete
work at the end of class. For instance, instead of having five minutes to complete a short
summary they could have 2 or 3 minutes. Trying to fix the issue of not enough time may turn
into pushing content to the next class period. This is not ideal either as this would place one class
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behind the others, and possibly cause issues of lack of preparedness when the summative
assessment day comes. The proactive approach to combating this issue involves understanding
which comments to expand on to best build relationships with students and expand their
learning, and which comments to spend less time on. To best answer this question I will take a
look at the times when class content was covered versus not covered in comparison with the
frequency with which students asked questions and what kind of questions students asked. I will
include the lesson plans for the lessons analyzed. I will also include my own qualitative
observation (in the explanations of the different figures) in tandem with my university
supervisor's feedback from the observations of me.
Lesson Plans
I think first looking at the lesson plans (Figure 9) I present for these two lessons will help
readers understand the volume of responses I received. Please note that many student responses
are from predetermined discussion questions that I present to students.
Figure 9
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The lesson plans presented here need a bit more context. Please note that the lesson in questions
here presents many opportunities for students to interact and ask questions. The data chart in this
question analysis will show exactly how much interaction there was between the students and
myself.
Data for When Class Content Was Covered Versus Not Covered.
In order to best answer this question, I went back over zoom chat logs for two lessons
that featured lectures and classroom activities. Each lesson was taught 4 times over a two day
period in the CDL environment. While I instructed in CDL, I did my best to talk to each student
that would type questions or comments into zoom chat. The class periods analyzed were 4
separate class periods taught the same two lessons non-sequentially but a part of the same unit.
The class periods were 85 minutes long. In analyzing the zoom logs and my responses, I looked
at questions and comments and categorized them as on topic and off topic. On topic was defined
as any question or comment that related/connected to what we were talking about in class. An
example of an on topic question could be “wait aren't aborigines considered Australians too”?
Off topic was defined as any comment or question that was not directly related to class or the
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class content being covered. An example of an off topic comment that populated in zoom chat
“my favorite class of the day with youtuber extraordinaire Mr. Ruger”. Again, I attempted to
address all student responses in zoom chat whether they were off topic or on topic. The results
recovered (Figure 10) tell the tale.
Figure 10
Was all content
in the lesson
covered (yes or
no)

On topic
questions/
comments from
students that
were answered.

Off-Topic
questions/
comments from
Students that
were answered.

TOTAL
QUESTION
ADDRESSED

Lesson 1
DAY 1 Period 1

YES

7

2

9

Lesson 1
DAY 1 Period 4

NO

13

8

21

Lesson 1
DAY 2 Period 1

YES

12

1

13

Lesson 1
DAY 2 Period 4

YES

16

4

20

Lesson 2
DAY 1 Period 1

YES

10

3

13

Lesson 2
DAY 1 Period 4

NO

19

6

25

Lesson 2
DAY 2 Period 1

YES

11

0

11

Lesson 2
DAY 2 Period 4

YES

12

5

17

Lesson

This data was collected during 8 class periods over the course of two days. During that
time, only two class periods did not cover all the content needed. The results also show a
correlation of over 5 off topic questions/ comments equaling to class content not being covered
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completely. The same correlation can be seen when over 20 questions are responded to.
Interacting with students is essential to the modern classroom, and not something I discourage in
any way, shape or form. That being said, I feel the results of this small two lesson study shows
that the propensity for teachers to engage in off topic conversations with students may more
likely lead to class content not being covered. As a teacher, I tended to go off on tangents very
easily. Whether it be personal stories that I find applicable to the situation, or historical
comparisons that I think may help students understand a concept, these are valuable but are not
without their downsides. Important to note that the same class period was the one that went
overtime. They were an especially chatty class period.
University Supervisor Feedback
When looking at my own observation it is important to understand that my own
observation is limited by my scope of understanding. My Western Oregon Field Supervisor
feedback is key to understanding this question. In the feedback (Figure 11) provided for this
lesson the plethora of feedback I give to students is noted in number 3 under “look fors”. I put
this in there to further validate the amount of questions to students presented in my teaching.
Please note that this feedback was recorded from observation of “lesson 1, DAY 2 Period 4” in
figure 10.
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Figure 11

I felt more feedback from an independent observer would serve this section well. There were
points where I felt that students were asking a lot of questions on these days. Putting this
feedback here further validates my own qualitative observation.
Data Analysis for Question 3
How can I be an efficient and effective grader? Being very fresh into the teaching
profession, I have not been exposed to a lot of different grading styles. I believe that one of the
most important processes for me as a student was getting feedback from my teacher on how I can
improve my work. Looking at grading from the teaching side of the equation brings about a lot
of challenges. When it comes to grading schoolwork, I figure there should be about two factors
that would deem it successful. First I believe that the grading must be effective in that the task
identifies where a student currently stands in the learning process, and it helps students improve
their work for the future. Second, I believe that it should also strive to be efficient for the teacher.
With curriculum changes, lesson planning, the wear and tear of teaching class, grading ought to
become a well oiled machine in order to help lessen the load on teachers. This should not come
at the expense of the grading still being deemed effective. To best improve my own learning on
grading as a teacher I enlisted the help of my cooperating teacher. In this data analysis, I looked
at an example of my own grading and feedback to students. My cooperating teacher looked at the
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same example provided below. My cooperating teacher then gave me feedback on what I was
doing well, and what I could improve on. I then take feedback from my cooperating teacher on
that grading. I wanted to make sure to do this process only on what would be considered a
summative assessment. These kinds of assessments often produce the most meaningful creations
by students to demonstrate their knowledge. In turn it also provides the most meaningful
opportunity to provide feedback. In doing this I hope to show my development as a grader.
“Before” Example of my Grading and Feedback
Whenever grading or giving feedback to students. My predetermined model to get
through the process is to work off a rubric. Rubrics provide the clearest path for evaluating each
student as objectively as possible. Now depending on the assessment, a rubric might not be
necessary. In doing this task, I hoped to find two points in the curriculum that had tests that gave
students the opportunity to write and express their understandings outside of a multiple choice/
true-false style questioning. For student writing, working with a rubric allows me to evaluate
students on a more objective level.
In the feedback example (figure 12) I compliment student efforts first and foremost. I
then talk about where they can improve. I always frame feedback under a growth mindset
perspective. I want to frame shortcomings as areas to improve on. The language I use in this
example is “something to work on”. I always want to stray away from framing these
shortcomings as straight up failures, or punitive marks against their intelligence. I also make the
effort to create a path with resources for improvement on their feedback. In this case, I talk about
how the exam can be taken again for a higher score. Also, I can take some time to talk with the
student about how they can improve in a one on one breakout room. My hope with these efforts
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is to understand where they are, how they can improve, and possible steps to take to make that
improvement.
Figure 12

I used a rubric to grade the assessments. In this case the three areas where students were
evaluated were building of arguments, use of evidence, and formatting. Each question was worth
5 points (total of 15 points for the test), and the question received and score of 0-2 for both
categories of evidence and arguments. It also received a score of 0-1 if they met the formatting
requirements. I feel using rubrics is best whenever possible because I believe it makes the
grading process not only faster, but also the most fair evaluation of students across the board.
Cooperating Teacher Feedback
My cooperating teacher has been a tremendous resource for me as a developing educator.
What impressed me the most is the dedication this educator brought to comprehensive distance
learning. While some teachers I observed took the “I can’t wait for this to be over” attitude
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(which is very understandable), my cooperating teacher looked proactively for solutions to each
problem presented during comprehensive distance learning. That being said, I was interested to
see how she would react to my feedback that I gave to students in class. To no surprise (figure
13), the feedback given was very constructive and focused on getting better as a grader. My CT
highlighted three strengths of the assessment, and three things that could be improved. The
strengths highlighted were the use of a rubric, detailed feedback with strengths and areas for
improvement (to students), and giving students options during assessments. The areas for
improvement were improving the clarity of instructions, giving students more options, and using
a vocabulary word bank. While my first observation of this feedback was that it was more
system and assessment feedback, I realized this would also raise my efficiency as a grader.
Figure 13

Important to note, that I did request the feedback in this format of “3 things to work on, and 3
things that are good practice”. I figured this would be a quality way to grow from what I am
already doing in my own grading practice.
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“After” Example of My Grading and Feedback
Using my cooperating teacher’s feedback, I showed how I would adjust this assessment
to implement this feedback, and in turn make me a better grader. This feedback was very helpful
in areas where I struggled in creating this assessment. Grading does not start when the students
give me their tests, it actually starts by the design of the assessment, and the creation of
instructions. After looking over a variety of feedback I gave to students, I realized that a lot of
my feedback was clarification over directions or talking about how responses were not long
enough. This is likely a result of me not taking the time to have better instructions for students.
In attempting to improve my instructions I will show (figures 14 and 15) how I can adjust
the instructions I give to students to increase clarity, and give more direct expectations. When
looking at the original (figure 14), I found the instructions in paragraph form to be too jumbled
up. I believe it created confusion for the students. Additionally, I think using a “piece of
evidence” caused a bit of confusion for students. The changes I made (figure 15) show that I
addressed those two concerns. I created a step by step write out for instructions, and I created a
word bank to replace the direction “use a piece of evidence”. I believe these changes to the
assessment would yield both greater clarity for students, better performance, and in turn less time
giving feedback on “you did not quite meet the length requirement” and “you needed to use a
piece of evidence from class”. Finding more clarity in the directions you give students, allows
for more time spent on other less remedial system issues in grading and feedback.
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Figure 14

Figure 15
Summative Assessment: Essay Quiz
Directions: For this test, you will answer essay questions that address our unit Assimilation in
Oceania. Follow the instructions below and remember that the why is more important than the
what. There will be more than 1 right answer to these questions.
1. Choose 3 of the following 4 questions to answer
2. When writing your responses make sure they are at least 1 paragraph long (4
sentences), and use 1 word from the word bank below correctly(evidence).
3. Label your answers by putting the number of the question at the start of the response.
a. Example:
1: I think Europeans had an interest in colonizing oceania because …
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4. Submit your answers on Canvas.
WORD BANK: assimilate, gold rush, stolen generation, boomerang, corroboree, Haka, Maori
Tattoo, colonial noose, forced assimilation, etc
1. Why did european nations have interest in colonizing the Oceania Area? Use at least 1
specific example of why they were interested in to receive full credit.
2. How did the native peoples of Australia and/or New Zealand assimilate to the culture of
their european colonizers? Explain your thinking.
3. In the third lesson of the unit, we read an article about the Maori necktie issue in New
Zealand parliament. The maori leader described the traditional tie as a “colonial noose”.
Do you think that is a fair description of the traditional tie, why or why not?
4. Using at least two pieces of evidence/artifacts from class, describe the native culture of
people from Oceania before colonization?

I felt adding the word bank and breaking down the directions made a better path for students
when going through the exam. Again, it should then in turn allow me to provide feedback to
students that is more content related and less system/requirement related.
Summary
After completing the data collection for this research study, I concluded the process of
action research is complex and requires great flexibility. Not unlike teaching, many times during
this process I have been stymied by the challenges presented on the day. Everything from
technological challenges to getting feedback on the process I wasn't excited about. The efforts
made by myself and those who helped me through this process made it possible. Action Research
is a very effective process for teachers to improve their own practice. By taking the time, and
looking at online learning, platforms, lesson plans, data on my own ability to complete
predetermined classroom content, cooperating teacher feedback, university supervisor feedback,
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feedback given to students, and revised feedback methods, I created a really good picture of what
kind of teaching I have done. The next step is to put it all together to complete the process of
action research. Working through the action research process will continue to garner great results
for my development as a teacher, and better educational experiences for the students I get the
privilege to teach in the future. Moving into the final chapter of action research, I will look into
the next steps for analyzing this data and furthermore wrapping up my own action research.
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Chapter V
Discussion and Conclusion
Overview
The purpose of action research is to increase my own understanding of my teaching
practice, and whether or not the goal/research questions improve my practice, and the experience
of students in my classroom. Research questions guided this discovery process for this action
research. Those questions are 1) How can online learning platforms like Kahoot! and Peardeck
be used to establish better connections with students during a comprehensive distance learning
environment?, 2) How can I expand off student comments to build relationships, expand
learning, and still have quality time management methods to get all predetermined content to
students?, 3) How can I be an efficient and effective grader?. Question 1 relates to the research
theme 3(formative assessment) from my literature review. Question 2 relates closely to the
second theme of my literature review(constructivism). Through the data collection and
assessment of different sources of data such as lesson plans, examples of online learning
platforms, qualitative observation, metrics of student comments asked in comparison to all
content covered while teaching, cooperating teacher feedback, and university supervisor
feedback. Through looking at these different forms of data I was able to draw conclusions about
my own practice, and the ways it can be improved. In this chapter I will discuss the results,
limitations, and future goals in relation to the research question findings and overall goals of the
Action Research Project.
Results
This action research yielded positive results for me in terms of improving my future
practice, and understanding the complexities of teaching students in a comprehensive distance

72

learning environment. With learning about these practices, I hope to keep evolving my
understanding of how students learn online and in person. I believe that the choices I made
during my time teaching in the comprehensive distance learning environment not only helped my
ability to teach students online, but many of those lessons learned can apply to in-person
instruction as well.
In reference to the first research question: How can online learning platforms like
Kahoot! and Peardeck be used to establish better connections with students during a
comprehensive distance learning environment?, It's clear that applications like Peardeck and
Kahoot establish a higher degree of connection between students and instructors. The floor of
these applications at least give educators formative checks for understanding throughout a
lecture. While the ceiling of what applications like Peardeck and Kahoot! can accomplish much
more. With Kahoot! students who are more competitive find the gameshow style very enticing.
Whereas peardeck should replace traditional powerpoints at all times during the comprehensive
distance learning environment due to the utility of it. Referencing specifically the ability to
create free response questions. Then the instructor has the ability to show the free responses on
the powerpoint, giving students the opportunity to connect with their peers' ideas on the subject.
This is an anonymous response, and gives students that valuable opportunity to learn from each
other. Collecting this formative information is made easy by the online applications. As
discussed in chapter 2, formative information is critical to the teaching practice. According to
Ozan (2017), “Asking questions in formative assessment is crucial to obtaining information
about students’ learning and understanding. This objective can be achieved if the questions are
active and effective at determining the learner’s depth of knowledge” (p.87). Learning from
each other is an increasingly difficult task in comprehensive distance learning. Using both these
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applications shows a clear capability to accomplish INTASC standard 8d and 8e. Both referring
to the ability incorporate variance into instructional models. INTASC standards, the ability to
teach in multiple ways and not be tied down to one system is not only necessary for the variance
in student population you may find, but also the different places you might find yourself
teaching. In this pandemic struck year, that meant comprehensive distance learning. This
adjustment to instruction and instructional practices while targeted at a situation, I may never
find myself again, the process of adjusting is still a valuable skill I plan to hold with me for the
rest of my teaching practice. All these results are based on my own qualitative observation, but I
would like to highlight that one of the results collected sings the same song. My university
supervisor, who observed my own teaching during comprehensive distance learning, shared the
same notion that these applications added to the overall experience and specifically allowed me
to connect more with students.
When looking at research goal 2: How can I expand off student comments to build
relationships, expand learning, and still have quality time management methods to get all
predetermined content to students?, I have, through the action research process, been able to
identify an issue in my own teaching that could cause problems down the line. Getting through
class content is important, and building relationships is important as well. The building and
relationships and engaging students in the tenets of constructivism was well highlighted in
chapter 2. According to Mishra (2014), “it emerges from the analysis of these constructivist
pedagogic settings that it helps to develop and sustain a culture of inquiry in the classroom where
the strong interface between students’ everyday knowledge and school knowledge take place”
(p.5). Many of the questions students asked me in Zoom chat were related to their own personal
experiences, and it was clear how they attempted to connect those understandings to the class
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content that was being presented. Those points of interaction are critical. Understanding where
the line is between those engaging students and getting through class content is going to be key
for me as a developing educator. I want to be able to achieve both tasks effectively and keep
class balanced. Students will sometimes ask questions that lead to massive tangents away from
class content. While answering, conversing, and joking around with students is essential in
building relationships to have a safe and comfortable learning environment, it cannot come at the
cost of not covering the predetermined class content, learning objectives, and standards. Having
an idea of where that line is is crucial to being able to achieve balance. Recording the number of
questions answered in the classes I taught showed an idea of where. Every lesson is different so
there is no way to create a question per minute of class to watch out for. Despite the urge to
include this kind of quantitative result, I think it would be best served to understand the sweet
spot in this dichotomy in a qualitative sense. One of the biggest findings of this action research
goal was that when dealing with a more chatty class. The more talkative classes are a lot of fun
for teachers. One of the reasons most educators go into the field is for those classes. When it
comes to covering class content with those chatty classes, best practice might be to understand a
plan A and a plan B. Having ready made adjustments to lesson plans to accommodate the
incoming questions. On more heavy content presentation days, perhaps the amount of questions
student off topic questions should be limited. Understanding proper preparation and lesson
planning is different for each period of class you have as a teacher, and this action research goal
have shown that clearly.
The results of action research goal 3: How can I be an efficient and effective grader?,
were not exactly what I expected. The understanding of all that goes into being an effective and
efficient grader was not completely clear to me. The majority of data collection on this goal
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came from my cooperating teacher. That feedback I got opened my eyes to how grading starts
long before I get the tests back from students. The creation of directions on assessments is
something that can be overlooked. Using properly formatted directions does not only help the
grading process, but should in turn also improve student performance. Moreover, this goal and
findings of it, have opened my understanding that the best grading is getting students to the next
step instead of the first step. This was the case in my data. As I looked back over the assessments
I graded, more than I would have expected, students struggled with simply meeting assessment
parameters (using a piece of evidence, writing a full paragraph). While this could be the result of
many things, one the first places to look would be the instructions for the assessment. With
improved instructions, and keeping instructions clear, the focus should shift to helping students
achieve more. When that happens, the ability for me to be an effective grader will arise. It's
harder to be effective when you spend feedback portions re-explaining directions. Overall the
biggest markers of being an efficient and effective grader came outside of the actual feedback I
was giving students, and the focus became understanding how directions affect the ability to give
feedback.
Limitations
While participating in this action research process has yielded many positive results for
myself and the students I have worked with, there have been limitations to what I could do. The
most obvious limitation to the ability to conduct action research was the COVID-19 pandemic.
COVID-19 affected every step of my own action research and made the whole situation
challenging in many different aspects. First was creating measurable goals. Everyone knows the
reality of what the pandemic did to the classroom. Students went from desks to laptops and from
pencils to keyboards. The reality of doing the online process everyday was far more than that.

76

Many don’t understand what that zoom classroom was actually like. You could very rarely see or
hear students. All of that formative information was gone for the most part. Perhaps you could
get some zoom chat responses, but much more than that was rare in the zoom classroom. It
forced educators to really rely on student work that was being turned in as a marker for
themselves.
Not too long into the pandemic school year of 2020-2021, the administrators started to
see students failing at an alarming rate. So, the standard expectation we could place on students
became a moving target. Many of the teachers I saw put the standards at a very low mark. I don’t
place fault on the students, administrators, or teachers because the situation was so vastly
different from anything the school’s body had ever faced. The choice became lower standards
and expectations of students or just fail north of half the student body.
While the turbulence of the pandemic is well noted, the effects it had on this action
research were specific as well. For this project, I would have loved to collect more quantitative
student data. I believe using quantitative student data is an essential part of teaching, and I got
practice seeing and using data throughout my time as a student teacher. I could not use that data
in this project due to student privacy issues and challenges of obtaining permissions on time for
my research. It would have been very valuable to this project to use quantitative student data,
although I do feel it turned out very well despite that type of data being absent.
Future Goals
If this process has reinforced one belief of mine, it is that teacher education does not stop
when you get out of graduate school. Teachers must commit themselves to being lifelong
learners of the craft of teaching. The times change, the students change, the curriculum changes,
often the setting can change, and because of that the teacher must change as well. It is not a
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profession that allows you to run out the same gameplan from fifteen years ago. If I had a theme
for my future goals that would be it: to stay current, malleable, and creative throughout my entire
profession as a teacher. I think this is the best way to put the students and yourself first. I feel
that if it were any other way, then the whole effort of it all would get boring, and the students
would not be best served by that.
In terms of more concrete ways to accomplish the aforementioned mission, I think there
are two key ways to get that done. First I feel I must stay as current as possible in the practices
that show great promise. This will likely come in the times off we receive as teachers. Using
those summers as times to improve my craft, and not just time to myself or my family. I always
want to keep the passion for the job, and I think completely not thinking about it for two months
at a time is good for that passion. The other method I think would be key is to stay reflective as
possible as a teacher. In this year of student teaching, I have constantly reflected on what I did,
and how I can improve it. While it's unrealistic to put myself under that much scrutiny as
frequently as I do now in student teaching, it's still very valuable to be able to reflect on your
work in a constructive and positive manner. My efforts to accomplish these goals will not only
serve me and my journey as an educator, but it will also serve my future students best.
Conclusion
My focus for this Action Research Project was to look at where I am as a very young
educator, create a foundational understanding of what good practice is, and measure my own
standing within that practice. This research was done in the comprehensive distance learning
environment with the goals of increasing student engagement, time management, and becoming
a better grader. I will conclude that my action research yielded positive qualitative results in
reference to all three goals. These positive results come not as the end of my learning journey,
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but as one of my first steps in that journey. As stated before, the future holds additional learning,
and that is the only way I can see it. Learning and education are essential not only to get a grade,
go to college, or get a job, but it is the foundation of so much more. To close, I would like to
reference the great Chinese philosopher, Confucius, “ education breeds confidence. Confidence
breeds hope. Hope breeds peace”.
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